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MAKING HUMAN RESOURCE DECISIONS
Richard E. Rubin
Decision making is one of the most important recurring responsibilities
facing managers in organizations. Choices are called for on a regular
basis with important consequences. To make a decision, the manager
must choose among ways to deal with problems confronting an orga-
nization. The choice among these alternatives often makes irrevocable
commitments. Once a decision is made, resources have been commit-
ted that are seldom recoverable should something go awry (Nutt, 1989,
p. xiii).
INTRODUCTION
There is no doubt that human resources decisions are among the most
difficult to make. Not only do they have the potential to affect signifi-
cantly the productivity and morale of staff, they are fraught with legal
pitfalls. Decisions concerning human resources can determine the qual-
ity of library service, the character of the work environment, and the
culture of the organization itself.
Many human resource decisions are "tough" decisions because they are
characterized by uncertainty, ambiguity, and potential conflict (Nutt
1989). For example, in most hiring situations, even when considerable
care is taken in the selection process, it is difficult to predict whether the
individual selected will actually be a productive employee. Reasons for
this might include that the hiring criteria were ambiguous or that differ-
ent individuals involved in the process interpreted and applied the hir-
ing criteria in different ways. The interests of the selectors might some-
times be contradictory and subsequently lead to conflicts. For this rea-
son, a systematic understanding of the decision-making process in hu-
man resources is critical.
Defining the Organizational "Decision"
Before discussing the nature of human resource decision-making, it is
important to define the term "decision" in the organizational context.
"Decisions" are understood in many ways within organizations. What,
for example, distinguishes a decision from recommendations, advice,
or a conclusion? One might say, for example, that recommendations
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and advice are "inputs." These inputs and others lead to a conclusion
drawn by one or more individuals, and a decision arises from that con-
clusion. The object of this paper is not to analyze these distinctions in
detail, but it is important to highlight them to get a clearer understand-
ing of the decision process.
For the purpose of this paper, a decision is a humanjudgment regarding an
action to be taken, including thejudgment not to act When proposing such a
definition, one must hasten to admit that there are many philosophical
complexities to notions such as 'judgment" and "action." Despite these
difficulties, there are specific aspects of this definition that make it use-
ful for our purposes, especially the link between a judgment and an ac-
tion. It focuses on judgments that involve actions, because it is the deci-
sion to act or not to act that has actual consequences within organiza-
tions. Examples of these decisions would include decisions to hire or
terminate an employee. For example, when one makes ajudgment such
as 'John is a poor worker," it would not be considered a decision using
the proposed definition, unless the judgment included an intention to
act or to refrain from acting, such as "John is a poor worker, and I am
going to terminate him." A decision, then, implies an action or a con-
scious judgment to refrain from action.
There are further refinements that should be made to the notion of a
decision. In order for something to be considered a "decision," it im-
plies that the individual making the decision has sufficient power to act
in accordance with the judgment. If this was not true, then the signifi-
cance of making a decision would be trivial. For example, suppose a
library clerk makes ajudgment that the library budget should be reallo-
cated. Assuming that the clerk has no authority to make such a change,
to call this a "decision" seriously impoverishes what is meant by the term.
A decision is only a decision if the "decider" has the power to act.
That this power is a prerequisite to decision-making serves to distinguish
decisions from other closely related but distinct concepts such as "opin-
ions." Having an opinion does not necessarily imply a subsequent ac-
tion. The library clerk mentioned certainly has an opinion, but the ab-
sence of the power to act renders that opinion far short of a decision.
Similarly, a "recommendation" involves a judgment regarding some ac-
tion that is decided and carried out by another. It is the "other" who has
the power, who makes the decision. Recommendations and opinions
lack the authority to act. Opinions and recommendations can be ad-
vanced with or without effect. Understood from a different perspective,
a manager may listen to the opinions or recommendations of co-work-
ers or subordinates, but act in a manner completely different from these
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opinions or opinions. Given this refinement of the meaning of a deci-
sion, the definition might be altered slightly in the following way: A deci-
sion implies ajudgment to take an action (or to refrain from action) which can,
undernormal circumstances, be implemented by the decision-maker or by others
acting on behalfofthe decision-maker.
Emphasizing the importance of action and authority in relation to a
decision also clarifies several important issues that are often obscured or
blurred in discussions of decision-making in organizations. First, because
it is implied that actions and therefore consequences may arise from a
decision, the question of who makes decisions becomes especially im-
portant. Therefore, it is critical, in any organization, to clearly identify
decision-makers. Second, clarifying the characteristics of a decision helps
to explain how frustrations arise when decision-making is poorly under-
stood within an organization. For example, the extent to which superi-
ors or board members alter, reverse, or abrogate the decisions of super-
visors is the extent to which the decision functions of these supervisors is
diminished. The frustration of being "overruled" is, at least in part, the
frustration of thinking one had the power to make a decision only to
discover that it was not a decision at all but was treated as something
else, e.g., an opinion or recommendation. When thwarted, employees
who thought they had decision-making authority can become disen-
chanted and demotivated.
This type of diminution of authority, should not, however, be confused
with the actions of superiors that are necessitated by law or bureaucratic
structure in implementing a decision. For example, if a manager makes
a decision to terminate an employee, legal and bureaucratic regulations
may require that others, such as board members, place their imprimatur
on the decision by voting approval or giving assent. This does not re-
duce the decision-making power of the manager; it merely delays the
implementation of the decision for procedural reasons. In reality, their
actions are often performed after the fact, ratifying decisions already
made.
Limitations to Decision-Making
Given the distinctions made concerning decisions, it is also important to
look at what organizational factors limit the authority of individuals to
make genuine decisions, including human resource decisions:
1. Decisions are limited by organizational position. The concept of deci-
sion-making is restricted by the broader notions of authority and
responsibility. That is, the authority to make a decision is directly
associated with the responsibilities assigned. Often a manager has
the right to make hiring decisions within her own department,
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because the effectiveness of the department is her responsibility; but
the manager seldom has the power to make hiring decisions for other
departments because the activities of other departments are not part
of her responsibilities.
2. Decisions are limited by regulations. Each employee, no matter how high
in the bureaucratic hierarchy, is governed by laws, rules, and poli-
cies that diminish the extent of the employee's power. Even a library
director lives very dangerously, if she violates accepted policies and
procedures or contravenes civil rights laws or an employee's right to
due process or privacy.
3. Decisions are limited by the responsibilities ofothers whose function may be
interdependentoreven competing, especiallywhen limited organizational re-
sources are involved. For example, a department head may decide to
order replacement materials for her collection (a decision well within
the purview of a department head), while the head of another de-
partment may decide to purchase additional databases. If there are
limited resources, the decision of one may be limited by the deci-
sion of the other.
4. Decisions are limited bypolitical and social relationships. Although a deci-
sion may fall within the formal purview of a particular position, the
individual may lack the confidence of superiors, thus effectively nul-
lifying decision-making authority. Similarly, the decision-making
authority of even the most competent manager may be limited by a
director who believes that all decisions should be made by him or
her.
EXAMINING HUMAN RESOURCE DECISIONS
Now that the concept of a decision has been clarified and the limitations
to decisions identified, it is useful to examine several types of decisions
commonly made in library organizations. For the purpose of this paper,
three types of decisions will be discussed:
1. decisions related to the appointment of new employees (hiring de-
cisions),
2. decisions related to individual performance evaluations, and
3. decisions related to involuntary separation of employees by the or-
ganization (termination or firing decisions).
These decisions have been selected because they represent critical hu-
man resource decisions and place in relief important issues in the deci-
sion process. It should be kept in mind that for most major decisions,
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there is a series of intermediate decisions that are necessary before a
final decision is made. For example, in a hiring process, intermediate
decisions might be made on the following:
1. decision on the need for the position,
2. decision on how to recruit for the position and conduct ajob search,
3. decision on which candidates to interview and test,
4. decision on which candidate is best suited for the organization, or
5. decision on the terms and conditions of employment.
The goal of decision-making in organizations is to improve the function
of the organization. The process of making quality decisions in human
resources is not unlike other important decision processes. A good deci-
sion process must have effective ways to identify and gather relevant and
complete information, but it must also be so structured that the human
interactions or psycho-social factors involved in decision-making are
channeled toward quality decisions. An organization may have excellent
information, but the individuals making the decision may be unable to
process this information effectively; they may be inclined to conflict or
to introduce irrelevant information or judgments that unduly affect the
outcome of the decision. Both aspects are necessary for quality decisions
to be reached: good information gathering and a process that promotes
healthy and fruitful interactions among decision-makers.
The first stage in a sound decision process is collecting information and
involves identifying sources of information and gathering information
from those sources.
IDENTIFYING INFORMATION SOURCES
For important HRM decisions, decision quality will be substantially af-
fected by the quality of the information sources. Among the sources to
be consulted in the hiring, evaluation, or termination process are the
following:
Hiring
The most common sources of information in the hiring process involve
1. information provided by candidates (resumes, cover letters, and in-
terview and test responses);
2. information provided by other individuals (work and personal ref-
erences, including internal references);
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3. information provided by institutions (verification of academic de-
grees, attendance, employment and performance records from pre-
vious employers);
4. procedural and policy manuals that delineate the hiring policies and
processes; and
5. information from the individual or office in charge of human re-
sources concerning available candidates and hiring goals.
There are a variety of problems associated with these sources. For ex-
ample, candidates can distort information on their resumes or applica-
tion forms. The evidence that such distortions occur is considerable.
Candidates also can distort information in interview responses. Indeed,
there are entire books and workshops devoted to how candidates should
respond to interview questions. In addition, irrelevant factors can affect
both interviewers and interviewees as information is being exchanged.
Factors such as attractiveness, perfume scents, and body language can
affect how information is evaluated (Arvey & Campion, 1982; Forbes &
Jackson, 1980; Hatfield & Gatewood, 1978; Baron, 1983). Because of the
vulnerability of the information provided in this process, quality deci-
sions require that the employer verify to as great extent as is possible all
information provided by a candidate. It also suggests that the interview
be very skillfully conducted and interviewers skillfully trained so that
pertinent and accurate information be obtained and evaluated.
Distortions also cari occur with other types of information sources. Work
and personal references can exaggerate a candidate's strengths or defi-
ciencies. References can also limit information concerning an employee's
work record out of fear of a defamation of character suit. In regard to
policies and procedures, these may not be established in writing or may
be written poorly. Those in charge of human resources may not be suffi-
ciently knowledgeable or able to explain policies and procedures well.
Performance Evaluation
In the performance evaluation process, sources of information may come
from a variety of arenas. These include
1. examples of work (reports written by the employee, accuracy and
completeness of records maintained by the employee, materials pre-
pared by the employee);
2. statements of co-workers in oral or written form regarding excellent
or problematic performance;
3. observations of the supervisor (written observations or recollections
of poor or excellent performance);
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4. written records (data maintained on activities such as numbers of
questions answered, numbers of programs given, work attendance
records, disciplinary warnings);
5. patron statements (signed letters of praise or complaint);
6. statements of policy and procedures regarding performance evalua-
tion;
7. information from the individual or office in charge of human re-
sources on dealing with complicated or difficult evaluation issues.
These sources are not unusual, although some may argue that not all
should be used. For example, some might object to co-workers being
consulted in a performance evaluation process, and there are arguments
for and against such involvement.
As with hiring, although these sources of information are relevant, the
potential for distortion is present. Examples of work can be provided
selectively, or improper weights can be assigned to particular examples.
Co-workers or patron statements may not be objective and may reflect
personal admiration or animus. The memory of a supervisor may be
highly selective or faulty. Supervisors may not be objective and unduly
weigh certain observations more heavily than others. This may be espe-
cially insidious for female workers because there is evidence in the gen-
eral management literature that successful performance by women is
undervalued by supervisors (Deaux & Emswiller, 1974; Heilman & Guzzo,
1978; Lott, 1985; Nieva & Gutek, 1981).
Termination
Sources of information for termination are similar to those related to
performance evaluation and with the same vulnerabilities. Additional
sources of information might include
1. advice from upper-level managers, administrators, and, in some cases,
board members, who must support the termination decision;
2. advice from legal counsel who may renderjudgments on the validity
of the information that has been gathered and the process pursued
prior to making the termination decision;
3. review of the employment records of other employees past and
present to determine if similar decisions were rendered in similar
circumstances;
4. information provided directly by the employee in a hearing.
These additional sources of information are vital in any termination pro-
ceeding. The judgments of upper-level administrators and board mem-
bers not only are useful in testing the validity of termination judgment,
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they also supply information on the support that such ajudgment would
receive if challenged, as is common, by the employee affected. Similarly,
discussion with legal counsel is a prerequisite because of the liabilities
associated with termination decisions. Studies of previous employment
decisions help assure that the employer has been consistent in applying
its discipline. Reviewing past practices helps assure that charges of dis-
crimination and "disparate treatment" will not be successfully adjudi-
cated by the employee if a legal challenge is made. The employee is also
an important source of information before a termination is completed.
When a termination judgment is about to be made, the employer may
consider a hearing in which the employee can provide an explanation
regarding the conduct or performance that is problematic. This hear-
ing may provide new and important information, and it is much better
for the employer to have this information prior to a termination than
after it.
There are, however, potential problems with these sources as well. The
judgments of administrators and board members are not always based
on a sound knowledge of the law or good human resource practices.
Advice from attorneys may not always be definitive, and the need to bal-
ance possible legal action with the effects of inaction is still required of
decision-makers on this issue. When reviewing past practices, it is impor-
tant to examine both the similarities and dissimilarities of termination
circumstances and to ensure that accurate records were made and a com-
plete search of the files conducted. Finally, information obtained from
an employment hearing is based on the employee's perception of the
situation. The source must be considered self-serving and biased, there-
fore, the information gathered needs to be carefully verified and placed
in its proper context.
Gathering Information
The process of obtaining information is closely related but distinct from
identifying the sources of information. How information is obtained can
affect the quality of that information and how it is evaluated.
Hiring
Much of the information obtained in the hiring process is gathered from
the applicant, usually in writing or through telephone conversations.
Because self-interest plays a substantial role for the applicant, the appli-
cant is bound to emphasize positive information and suppress or under-
state negative material. This is one reason why the employer should use
an application form and not rely solely on resumes. Application forms
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permit the employer to seek information on the job-related areas deemed
important by the employer and, to some extent, allow the employer to
control the order and manner in which that information is given (Rubin,
1991).
Information is also gathered from other sources in the hiring process,
such as references. The two traditional manners of reference gathering
is by writing or by phone. Which method is chosen can affect how the
information is evaluated. Generally, written work references are consid-
ered to be less influential than are references obtained by telephone.
Ostensibly, this is based on the belief that the referee is more spontane-
ous on the telephone and feels more comfortable with saying critical
things because there is no written evidence, and phone conversations
seem less formal.
Information may also be gathered through job testing. An applicant may
be subjected to psychological or skill tests, the results of which are evalu-
ated by decision-makers. Information gathered in this manner is, in one
sense, provided by the applicant, but in another sense is being provided
by the creators of the test instruments. The meaning of the scores on
such instruments may not be known by the test taker. Gathering infor-
mation in this manner may be very useful. In fact, job tests, especially
work sampling tests, when properly selected and administered, have been
shown to be as good if not better predictors than job interviews
(Gatewood & Feild, 1990; McClelland, 1973).
Performance Evaluation
A variety of strategies may be used to gather information for a perfor-
mance review. A very common technique is direct observation. Direct
observation has the advantage that the decision-maker is actually ob-
serving the performance to be evaluated. The problem with direct ob-
servation is that the observations tend to be selective and unsystematic.
In addition, how one interprets an observation could be affected by one's
prejudgments concerning the individual. An evaluator may be more for-
giving or generous in interpreting an incident if the individual being
evaluated is perceived as a good performer or a friend. There is also
evidence that a female worker's performance may be evaluated differ-
ently from that of a male worker's (Nieva & Gutek, 1981). Additional
problems arise because evaluators are usually very busy people, and they
may observe employees only a relatively small proportion of their actual
work time. Hence, the sample of observations may be unrepresentative
of the actual performance. Finally, negative information is usually
weighed more heavily than positive information (Arvey & Campion,
1982), as are the most recent observations. In these cases, some observa-
tions may be given more weight unduly.
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Other techniques for gathering information involve getting information
orally or in writing from co-workers or others. Such forms of informa-
tion gathering can foster a sense of "peer review" among colleagues, but
they also may produce negative effects. First, information gathered in
this manner can be selective. It is possible that, inadvertently or inten-
tionally, not all perspectives were solicited, or the information provided
may be the result of personal biases. Information gathered orally may
be easier to obtain because it generally requires less effort, but it also
may be less reliable. Information acquired in writing may be less forth-
coming but suggests greater commitment. Fewer individuals, however,
may be willing to provide written information.
Additional information may be gathered by consulting work records and
files. Gathering such information can be extremely valuable in that it
often provides quantitative documentation regarding an individual's
performance. The process is vulnerable to selective examination of the
file, inaccuracies in files, consulting files that are not relevant to the
performance judgment, and ethical issues regarding ensuring the em-
ployee knows of the existence and content of such records, and indicat-
ing who has access to such files and for what reasons. Consulting records,
even when accurate, can be problematic. For example, the use of previ-
ous performance evaluations in assessing the current performance of an
employee may seriously distort a review's outcome. Performance reviews
are supposed to be assessments of current performance, but evaluators
may be hesitant to alter an evaluation judgment that is lower than previ-
ous evaluations.
Termination
Although the type of information sources for termination decisions are
similar to performance evaluation sources, additional considerations
should be made regarding gathering the necessary information. Gener-
ally, information gathering for termination comes much later in the de-
cision-making process than performance evaluation and is based in large
part on the information obtained from earlier efforts to gather perfor-
mance information for performance review. For this reason, consulta-
tion with prior records is a normal part of the information-gathering
process.
In addition, obtaining current direct observations and reports of others
are basic to a termination decision. But in the latter stages, gathering
this type of information must be done scrupulously, thoroughly, and in
private. Consultation with files and records must be done in a confiden-
tial manner. All information gathered, past and present, must be checked
46
MAKING HUMAN RESOURCE DECISIONS
for accuracy, timeliness, and job-relatedness. Only individuals who are
authorized to gather the relevant information should be permitted ac-
cess to it. In addition, all negative information must be reviewed to as-
sure that the employee was made aware of the problem in a timely fash-
ion and had an opportunity to respond to this information. To this ex-
tent, the information-gathering process for a termination decision is also
a quality review process.
HUMAN FACTORS IN
HUMAN RESOURCE DECISIONS
There are many psychological and sociological factors that must be con-
sidered when approaching the interactions of decision-makers. Because
these factors are common to the three different types of decisions under
study, this discussion will focus primarily on the psycho-social dynamics
of the hiring process.
In some instances in human resource decision-making, only one indi-
vidual is involved. Even when only one individual is involved, that person's
personality, intellectual capacities, background, experiences, and preju-
dices play a role. The key factors for an individual making the decision is
basically the same as when groups make decisions.
When more than one individual is involved, and this is frequently the
case, then the decision process becomes even more complex because
the interactions occur not only between the individual and the infor-
mation but between the individuals themselves. For this reason, it is im-
portant to explore the dynamics of group decision-making when consid-
ering many human resource decisions. The problem is broadened even
further because there may be several individuals involved who will be
evaluating information but who may not have decision-making author-
ity, only authority to recommend or state an opinion. These individuals
also interact with decision-makers and can have considerable influence
over the final decision.
The involvement of groups in library human resource decision-making
varies. Group decision-making is a common practice in hiring. Search
committees and group interviewing processes are ubiquitous practices.
Group decision-making in performance evaluation is not common in
public libraries but is fairly common in academic ones. This occurs in
academic libraries through the use of peer review systems, which con-
tribute to a final judgment of a manager or director. Termination
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decisions commonly involve groups of upper-level administrators, man-
agers, and board members before final determinations are made. Boards
and directors often meet as a group if a termination is challenged.
Decision quality is based on how and what information is acquired, how
well it is learned and retained, and how well it is recalled and evaluated.
Some researchers have suggested that the amount of information an
individual can acquire, retain, and recall is really quite small, and this is
a primary reason why group decision-making is advantageous. Groups,
almost invariably, are able to recall a great amount of material than an
individual (Guzzo, 1982).
Group decision-making appears to have several distinct advantages. First,
a variety of perspectives can be elicited, hence there is less opportunity
for restriction of essential information (Nutt, 1989); second, more in-
formation is remembered when it is acquired in front of a group than
when individuals receive information in the absence of others. This sug-
gests that group interviewing increases the ability of interviewers to re-
member the information provided by the interviewee. In fact, the total
amount of information recalled at a subsequent time is greater when a
group accomplishes the recall, rather than a single individual. In addi-
tion, there is some evidence that each individual member, if he or she
becomes actively involved in the decision process of the group, improves
in the amount of information that can be recalled. This suggests that
group settings should encourage active involvement of all participants
(Guzzo, 1982).
This does not mean that the group decision-making process is perfect.
Although a great deal of information may be acquired by a group, not
all information is recalled when decisions are being reached. This may
be due to faulty memories on the part of the decision-makers, or it may
be due to one or more members of the group dominating the decision
process and forcing the group to focus on only a certain segment of the
information collected. This results in selective recall, which could lead
to poor decisions.
Similarly, individual members of groups are sometimes swayed to accept
the norms or values established by other members of the group. When
this happens, the individual's ability to make independent judgments is
affected. This is more than a need to "go along"; such individuals may
genuinely interpret information differently while working within the
group than they would otherwise interpret it if they were alone. This
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accounts for what is called "post-decisional dissonance," which occurs
when a decision-maker has misgivings about a decision after he or she is
outside the influence of the group (Guzzo, 1982). Consider a group
hiring decision in this context. Sometimes, within the group, we accept
what other members think is an essential skill or attitude for the job, and
we are swayed by this thinking. Later, when we are alone, we begin to
reconsider, and we develop a feeling that the right choice might not
have been made after all-this is post-decisional dissonance.
Similarly, problems can arise in groups when there are differences in
opinion as to what is being recalled. Generally speaking, if two or more
people recall an item, or if the majority recall a particular item, it is
usually accepted as "the truth." But this may not necessarily reflect what
actually happened. Such dynamics can therefore lead to accepting infor-
mation that is, in fact, not a reflection of reality. A type of "group think"
develops. Decisions based on such a situation could be of poor quality
and could be especially problematic in termination decisions.
Given the complex dynamic of group decision processes, there are a
variety of factors that should be considered in attempting to produce
high-quality human resource decisions. They include abilities of the de-
cision-makers, interests of the decision-makers, group size, reward struc-
ture, and rules for conduct (Guzzo, 1982).
Abilities of the Decision-Makers
The quality of a decision may well depend on such factors as the intelli-
gence, creativity, analytical abilities, job knowledge, memory, and articu-
lateness of the decision-makers. Of course, there are usually structural
and political reasons why some members of a decision-making body are
selected. But within these constraints, when decision-makers can be se-
lected from among a pool, it is important that the selection include people
with intellectual talents, good social skills, relevant experience, and knowl-
edge of thejob, and, equally important, individuals who learn from their
past experiences including their mistakes (Nutt, 1989).
Interests of the Decision-Makers
Within a group, the various individuals may have their own interests or
the interests of their work unit in mind when making a decision. Clashes
of these interests can lead to considerable tensions. This often results in
attempts to balance the various interests through what is sometimes re-
ferred to as "trade-offs." Trade-offs are found to play a basic role in much
group decision-making and suggests that different individuals will place
greater emphasis or "weight" on one factor over another, and there is
seldom complete agreement on the weights of important factors. This is
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often a source of much misunderstanding and disagreement among par-
ticipants. Often, the source of the disagreement, different weighting of
factors, is never articulated or exposed, and, consequently, there is often
a residue of dissatisfaction in the decision process because the basis of
the final decision is not really clear (Guzzo, 1982).
In addition, biases, which cause undue weighting of factors, are not al-
ways overcome in group processes. This can seriously impair the ability
of participants to recall all pertinent information when the group is try-
ing to come to a decision. For example, one member in the group wants
to emphasize a particular job skill because the member wants a particu-
lar individual with that skill to get the job. If the individual can narrow
the discussion to focus on that skill to the exclusion of recall and discus-
sion of information on other skills, then the selection decision could be
seriously distorted.
The issue of the balancing of interests also leads to a consideration of
who should be part of the decision. Obviously individuals who have a
direct stake in the outcome are likely individuals either to have decision-
making authority or input into the decision-making process. Failure to
consult with such sources could lead to inferior decisions and politically
alienate important employees.
Group Size
When hiring support/clerical staff, decision units tend to be small, even
one individual. For positions of greater responsibility, the number of
decision-makers may increase substantially. Group size may tend to af-
fect group composition. With larger decision-making bodies, represen-
tation can occur from more work units, but the complexity of the interper-
sonal dynamics increases. Generally, in the hiring process, groups con-
sist of three to six individuals. There is little evidence, however, as to
what an optimum size for such a group would be.
A separate issue involves both confidentiality and liability. As a group
gets larger, the possibility of information being disseminated to inap-
propriate individuals increases. Such dissemination may not be
intentional; it may be the result of a statement made in an informal set-
ting, or it may result from a memo or document that is inadvertently left
in a place where others could view it. This leads to a second point. As the
chances for error increase, the possibility that the organization may make
an expensive mistake, intentional or otherwise, also increases. On the
other hand, group decision-making can conceivably reduce liability be-
cause decision-making is dispersed. When only one individual makes a
50
MAKfNG HUMANRESOURCE DECISIONS
decision, he or she is more susceptible to the charge of bias. When groups
make decisions, especially groups that are representative in terms of age,
sex, and race, the organization has a stronger case for objectivity, espe-
cially when civil rights issues are raised.
Reward Structure
Although seldom part of library decision-processes, organizations can
decide to reward decision-makers for making good decisions. In terms
of a hiring process, it would be an intriguing proposition to reward job
selection committees with bonuses if candidates selected by them subse-
quently performed well over a defined period of time.
Rules for Conduct
Research on group decision-making suggests that specific procedures
for accomplishing a task increase decision quality. This has direct impli-
cations for the making of hiring decisions. Certainly, there are a variety
of activities that can be carefully structured in the hiring process: re-
cruitment, application-taking and evaluation procedures, reference gath-
ering, interviewing, and group decision-making, including a criterion
for selection. When these activities are well structured and clear, the
quality of the decision is likely to improve.
Decision Practices
In terms of the actual functioning of decision groups, some practices
may increase the chance for decision quality.
Make Sure that the CorrectProblem Is BeingAddressed
Because of the complexity and uniqueness of the human resource deci-
sions under discussion, it is sometimes difficult to determine where the
real problems exist. For hiring, determining exactly what the nature of
the job is and what exactly is needed in terms of the knowledge, skills,
and abilities of the worker to fill it can be extremely difficult. In perfor-
mance evaluation and termination, it is sometimes difficult to determine
if poor performance is the result of a particular worker's abilities or
motivation, or if it is caused by external factors such as working condi-
tions, poor supervision, or problematic co-workers. Decisions based on
a misanalysis of the problem might seem to offer simple solutions but
may actually produce more difficulties (Nutt, 1989).
Separate Idea Generation from Idea Evaluation
When groups make decisions, there is a temptation to form judgments
about the possibilities or alternative courses of action before the total
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group of possibilities or alternative actions have been fully expressed.
This could be the result of some individuals with vested interests attempt-
ing to push through particular solutions, or it may be a result of a false
sense of urgency or a response to the press of time (Nutt, 1989; Guzzo,
1982). No matter what the reason, it tends to restrict decision-making
quality. Within the hiring process, this often arises during the interview
stage. As each candidate is interviewed, there is a tendency to form over-
all judgments about the interviewed candidate immediately. This may
affect assessments of subsequent candidates unduly. Indeed, there is a
phenomenon known as "contrast effect," which suggests that when a poor
candidate is interviewed, the next candidate interviewed will be rated
higher than he or should would otherwise be rated if no candidate had
preceded and vice versa; when a strong candidate is interviewed, the
next candidate will be rated somewhat lower than he or she would have
been rated if no candidate had been interviewed previously. It is useful
then when making group hiring decisions to minimize evaluation state-
ments prior to having the full information on all the interviewed candi-
dates. Following all the interviews, each member of the group should be
encouraged to recall all pertinent facts and characteristics of each candi-
date that would help predict job success or failure.
Separating idea generation from evaluation may also reduce the ten-
dency of decision-makers to rely on organizational traditions and past
practices, which is a very powerful force in most organizational situa-
tions. By allowing all ideas to be expressed first, novel and imaginative
observations may emerge rather than reliance on only common and
well-accepted ones (Nutt, 1989).
Train in Group Dynamics and Conflict Resolution
Conflict is an inevitable part of most decision processes and may often
arise when considering candidates for ajob. The conflicts that do arise,
even when resolved, are often handled poorly leaving individuals angry,
upset, and feeling that they have been poorly understood. By teaching
decision-makers how to deal with and mediate conflicts and how to
present points of view in constructive, nonthreatening ways, superior
decisions can be reached (Guzzo, 1982). Oftentimes, group members
hesitate to deal with conflict leading to avoidance of important issues or
attempts to suppress those who create conflict. It should be kept in mind
that moderate levels of conflict can be productive in that conflict can
stimulate further exploration and information gathering, reevaluation




Understand the Criteria forJudgments
A classic problem in attempting to make judgments in human resources
is trying to make clear what criteria should be applied in making the
judgment. Often, decisions rely more on tradition and intuition rather
than on a criterion specifically related to the situation. In the hiring
process, this is a notable problem. Although hiring committees usually
have written job descriptions to work from, the fact is that these descrip-
tions are seldom adequate criteria in and of themselves to provide a
sound framework for decisions. Even when criteria are elaborate, differ-
ent individuals may place a greater weight to various job requirements
and activities. When this occurs, different criteria are, in fact, being ap-
plied by the evaluators. Because there is seldom uniformity in applying
the criteria, the participants bargain "giving" on some points and "hold-
ing fast" on others. Regrettably, the subsequent effects of such trade-offs
are seldom well evaluated at the time decisions are reached (Guzzo,
1982).
Monitor Ethical Standards
Hiring, evaluation, and termination decision-making, as with almost all
human resource practices, have ethical implications. Individual lives can
be profoundly affected by these decisions, and it is incumbent on deci-
sion-makers to ensure that all individuals who are subjected to decision
processes be treated with respect and that all appropriate communications
and practices be honest and open. The maintenance of secret files and
communications regarding an employee and deceptive practices in the
gathering of information should be avoided.
Confidentiality is an important ethical consideration in these processes.
Confidential materials concerning an employee should be disseminated
only on a "need to know" basis. For example, an employee's performance
evaluation or disciplinary record should be available only to those who
are involved in performance or disciplinary decisions. Work references
should be available only to those who are making hiring decisions.
Allowing irrelevant factors to play a role in the decision-making process
is also an ethical breach. Obviously, factors such as race, age, sex, and
religion are especially pernicious when used as criteria to exclude or
mistreat individuals.
One researcher (Catron, 1983, cited in Nutt, 1989) has proposed the
"billboard" tactic to test ethical conduct. Basically, this technique asks
decision-makers to consider if the procedures and deliberations that led
up to their decision were published on the front page of the newspaper,




When all is said and done, even with the best decision processes, the
result may not be what we expected. An individual hired even by the
most systematic and thorough means may turn out to be a poor per-
former. Our attempts to measure the performance of others may lead to
conflict and loss of productivity; our decision to terminate may lead to
divisiveness, lowering of morale, loss of productivity, even public cen-
sure. But there is no doubt that such poor outcomes are much more
likely to arise when decision-making is informal and unsystematic. In an
age of considerable liability for human resource decisions, our greatest
danger is when we act without complete information, when we act too
quickly, when we fail to consult all appropriate sources, and when our
deliberations are based not on facts but on the intuitions or prejudices
of ourselves or others. It is also essential to realize that decision-making
is a distinctly human process. Human interaction, interpretation, and
evaluation play an essential role, and because humans possess both
strengths and weaknesses, good decision-making strategies need to be
developed so that these strengths are promoted and the weaknesses sup-
pressed.
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